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Interviewee:  MOCHTAR RIADY  
Interviewer:  Sabrina Chua 
Date:   05 May 2015 
Location:  Jakarta, Indonesia 
 
 
00:00:30 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Pak Mochtar Riady, thank you very much for speaking with the Institute for Societal 
Leadership at the Singapore Management University. I’d like to bring you back to your 
early years. You grew up in a very tumultuous, a difficult time in history. You lived through 
the Dutch rule of Indonesia, the Japanese Occupation, even the Chinese Civil War. During 
these times were there any key events that you think maybe shaped your life, or made you 
the man that you are today? 
 
00:01:04 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes. I think that when I was a child, I had experienced so many different wars, and war 
always is damaging, always is about death, and definitely also making country very poor. 
So, under such circumstances, I have to try to survive. So maybe this was also a benefit to 
me, to be very tough, and to be the person…. I can face any difficulties. 
 
00:01:56 
Sabrina Chua 
 
So it built this kind of survival instinct in you, no matter how difficult the times are. Can I 
focus on the part where… you lived during the Dutch [rule], right? You actually participated 
in some anti-Dutch activities, and because of that you were detained and exiled to China. 
Could you tell us, maybe, why you did that? Why was it so important to you to fight the 
Dutch? 
 
00:02:23 
Mochtar Riady 
 
When I was young… fortunately I had a teacher… Mr Loh [Transliterate], my teacher, was a 
very wise man. When I was a child, I was always raising questions to him. Why so many of 
my classmates, they are very rich, but not me? What is the reason that in the society, they 
have the rich and the poor? My teacher introduced many ideas, many books, talking about 
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capitalism and imperialism.  This is the reason why, when I was child, I was young, [it was] 
already in my mind that imperialism is not good for the nation. 
 
00:03:34 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Did you have any other mentors when you were growing up that influenced you? 
 
00:03:39 
 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes, my father. He is also my good mentor. 
 
00:03:44 
Sabrina Chua 
 
What did he teach you? 
 
00:03:45 
Mochtar Riady 
 
He taught me how to work hard, work smart, learn hard, and also how to save money. This 
is what I learned from my father. Also, when I was nine years old, my mother passed away, 
and my father at that time was forty years old. Since then, he never married again. He acted 
as a father, and also as a mother, to look after me. This also taught me that a father has to 
fulfill his father’s obligation, to let the children not suffer anything. 
 
00:04:47 
Sabrina Chua 
 
But when you were young, you told your father about your dream to be a banker, right? He 
wasn’t too supportive of that. 
 
00:04:56 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes, so my father... he did not believe that I’m able to be a banker, because we were not rich. 
We were living in a village, and he didn’t think that I had such a capability to be a banker. 
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But I convinced them that the banking business is not [about] selling money, but it is 
[about] selling trust. As long as I have the trust, I’ll be able to be a banker. 
 
00:05:38 
Sabrina Chua 
 
So that is something you live by now. That in everything, you have to have the customer’s 
trust. 
 
00:05:44 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes, and then maybe your question is - you don’t have money, you come from a village, so 
how can the people in the capital Jakarta city to trust of you?  
 
00:06:00 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Well, yes. It’s a huge task to build a bank. 
 
00:06:04 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes. This is my philosophy is... we have to race the horse to catch another horse. This is a 
Chinese proverb. If you want to catch a horse, you cannot do it with just your feet. You have 
to race another horse to catch it. That means, if you want to have trust, you have to look for 
somebody to be your partner who has that trust, who has a very wide connection in the 
society, and then it will be easy. 
 
00:06:53 
Sabrina Chua 
 
You started your banking career with Bank Kemakmuran, correct? 
 
00:06:57 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes, yes. 
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00:06:57 
Sabrina Chua 
 
You actually convinced the owner Andi Gappa to make you a director, even though you 
didn’t have any banking knowledge. How did you manage to persuade him? 
 
00:07:10 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Actually, I just told him that the banking business actually is selling trust, selling 
connections. So, you don’t have the connections, I have the connections. So, I will invite 
some of my friends who are very famous businessmen in Jakarta, and they can attract many 
of their friends to be our customers, and then the bank will run well. 
 
00:07:46 
Sabrina Chua 
 
You transformed so many banks. What is your secret? 
 
00:07:50 
Mochtar Riady 
 
The secret is selling trust, and then only think about how to try to reduce the burden of my 
customer. Let them make money, and then we will benefit from them. 
 
00:08:15 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Okay. That sounds very easy, but I think when you actually carry it out, it’s quite difficult, 
no? 
 
00:08:23 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes. Starting from nothing, and then step-by-step and we will get there. 
 
00:08:30 
Sabrina Chua 
 
How do you decide when it’s time to move on to another bank? 
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00:08:33 
Mochtar Riady 
 
The main reason is because I think that my present (at the time) partner didn’t have any 
capability… capacity to grow the bank bigger and biggest. For instance, when I grew Panin 
Bank, then came to my thought, I wanted to build up the second clearinghouse besides 
Bank Indonesia. The biggest transaction at that time was cigarettes. So how to get these 
cigarette companies, factories, all of them to be our customers? I thought the only one 
person is Liem Sioe Liong, because he is the sole importer of the cengkeh. Every cigarette 
factory needs this cengkeh. They have to buy from Liem Sioe Liong, so Liem Sioe Liong has 
a very powerful influence on cigarette factories. So, I think he is the man. Secondly, the 
textile industry. Maybe at least fifty percent of the textile industry is owned and run by the 
Fuqing people. He [Liem Sioe Liong] is Fuqing, and he has a very powerful influence on this 
Fuqing society. This is [the] second [reason]. And thirdly, Liem Sioe Liong is also the owner 
of the flour, the flour mill.  The flour mill at that time was also a monopoly. Also, Liem Sioe 
Liong had a cement factory. It also at that time was a monopoly. He had five different 
connections. So, I thought he was the man who could fulfill my dreams for a second clearing 
house. So, I left Panin Bank, and then joined… I persuaded Mr Liem to be my partner, and 
run the business, Bank Central Asia. Finally, I spent sixteen years to grow Bank Central Asia 
as the largest private bank in Indonesia, and then the fifth largest bank as a whole. Also, it’s 
the second clearing house of Indonesia. 
 
00:11:54 
Sabrina Chua 
 
What was it like working with Liem Sioe Liong? 
 
00:11:59 
Mochtar Riady 
 
I think he was a very wise man. During the sixteen years working with him, I never heard 
him complain about somebody else. He was always talking good about anybody. This is a 
very unique person. 
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00:12:25 
Sabrina Chua 
 
But as a leader, what did you think of him? How did he manage you? Did he allow you, 
because you already had built up a reputation of being the “Magic Man of Banking”, right? 
Did he just let you run BCA (Bank Central Asia) by yourself, or did he give you…? 
 
00:12:41 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Yes. He fully authorised power to me. That is very, very special. Without his trust in me, I 
don’t think I would have the ability to build up Bank Central Asia as it is today. 
 
00:13:02 
Sabrina Chua 
 
But you had some differences with Mr Liem as well. You have said before that linking 
banking and politics is very dangerous, but it’s been well documented that Liem Sioe Liong 
had very close ties with Suharto. So how did you manage this difference? 
 
00:13:20 
Mochtar Riady 
 
I just persuaded him... don’t receive money from the Government’s side, particularly the 
Yayasan Foundation, government foundation fund. I prefer to pull the money from the 
small people. Just like sand, so many sand... it’s huge, but the movement... very steady. This 
is my philosophy. I like to have business from the people, the business at large, and not 
depend on very few people who have the money, that including the Government fund 
management. I keep my distance from Government-run business, Government-owned 
entities. 
 
00:14:34 
Sabrina Chua 
 
There were some difficult times when you were at BCA also. I read that your eldest son, 
Andrew, had incurred quite a large sum of losses from speculative trading, and you actually 
fired him because of that. Some people said it was a very harsh thing to do. What was your 
thinking behind it? Why did you think it was necessary to do that? 
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00:15:01 
Mochtar Riady 
 
One day, I went to the… my son’s room and I found on his desk… there was one computer. 
At that time the computer was only for information on foreign exchange rates… So, I asked 
his secretary, “Does Andrew watch this very much, or only once in a while?” She said, “Oh, 
from morning to evening, he always watches it very carefully.” Then, I had a feeling that he 
was speculating in foreign exchange. This is against my policy. I don’t allow all the people in 
the bank doing the speculation. But Andrew I found out, he was doing the foreign exchange 
business. I considered this speculation. This is not BCA’s business. It must be his private 
business. So, I went into his account, and I found out he was doing that. Then I fired him.  
 
Then Mr Liem and his two sons, Andree Halim and Anthony Salim, came to my house. He 
said, “Mochtar, why did you fire Andrew? Andrew is very capable.” I told him, “No, he is 
capable, but I don’t allow him to speculate in foreign exchange. It is very dangerous.” But 
they don’t understand. They said, “Oh, this is a small thing. It is not necessary to fire him.” 
But I insisted that Andrew has to go, and not involve in the bank.  
 
Three months later, one of the directors of the bank, Bank Duta, this gentleman also played 
with foreign exchange. He lost about more than 300 million US dollars and it went into a 
very big problem. After that, Mr Liem appreciated that I had made a very firm decision. 
 
00:18:28 
Sabrina Chua 
 
You decided to leave BCA in 1990, how was it like telling Pak Liem your decision to leave? 
 
00:18:40 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Actually Mr Liem, he insisted that I not to leave. But I told him because we are old enough, 
and your children, my children also grew up. Let them do business separately, not work 
together. Finally, he understood, and then he agreed to separate. 
 
00:19:10 
Sabrina Chua 
 
What is your vision for Indonesia? 
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00:19:13 
Mochtar Riady 
 
In my observations, after the year 2000, the world economic centre already moved from 
the Atlantic basin to the Pacific basin. This is a big change. The economic centre is here. 
United States, Japan, Korea, and China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, so it’s a very strong 
economy here. China will play a very important role in this area with the United States. We 
are talking about the Pacific. Ttwo giants - United States and China, these two.  
 
For instance, the United States spent about fifty years to build up 50,000 kilometres of 
highway, but China only spent thirteen years to build 50,000 kilometres of highway. Even 
they only spent eight years to build up 16,000 kilometres of high-speed railway. They also 
built up so many harbours, and so many airports, and all the capital cities of the counties. 
They all built up a new city, almost as good as Jakarta. The county city has good facilities. 
That means an increase, a huge demand on the material. So Brazil, Venezuela, Canada, 
Australia, Indonesia, South Africa, and other African countries, we are benefiting from the 
economic growth of China.  
 
But today, China is already saturated. So, everything, infrastructure is slowing down. That 
means demand is going down. So that affects all the countries in the world, the whole 
economy in the world. I call it the China Factor Century, this is the situation. So, under such 
a situation or circumstance, China has no other way. The only way is to move out their 
industrial capacity to neighbouring countries. So, one of the (highest) potential buyers or 
candidates is Indonesia. The only way, the only place, the only country that can help China 
overcome their overcapacity is Indonesia. So that means in the next twenty years, 
Indonesia will be the country that will build up infrastructure, and the economy will grow. 
That is my vision. 
 
00:23:38 
Sabrina Chua 
 
So what kind of leader do you think Indonesia needs to bring it to that stage that you see in 
the next twenty years? 
 
00:23:47 
Mochtar Riady 
 
I think we are very fortunate that we have President Jokowi. He has very wise visions, 
because he realises that Indonesia, we need a lot of infrastructure. Because we are an island 
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country, we need a maritime industry. These are two areas that Jokowi mentioned that I 
think are very wise.  I feel very confident that he will do a good job. 
 
00:24:40 
Sabrina Chua 
 
What do you think are the traits of a good leader? What qualities do you think a good leader 
must have? 
 
00:24:50 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Doer. This is the most important thing. Just do it. [Both laugh] Don’t talk too much. 
 
00:25:00 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Many people have described you as a visionary - able to have foresight and see the future. 
This “visionary” is also one of the traits that your son, James, said in answer to the same 
question - what traits make a good leader. He said, “Vision, humility, and ability to serve”. 
What do you think of these three characteristics that he pointed out? 
 
00:25:29 
Mochtar Riady 
 
I believe my second generation is better than me. So, what he said, I fully agree.[Laugh] 
 
00:25:39 
Sabrina Chua 
 
It’s because you taught him well? 
 
00:25:42 
Mochtar Riady 
 
I’m learning from him. 
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00:25:43 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Lippo has successfully transitioned from the first generation to the second. Do you have 
concerns about Lippo in the future? There's a Chinese saying that wealth doesn’t last for 
more than three generations. Are you concerned about that? 
 
00:26:02 
Mochtar Riady 
 
I can strongly advise… tell you… my third generation will carry on the business… (and do) 
even (better) than me. 
 
00:26:15 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Why? 
 
00:26:16 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Because my third generation is well-educated and they have very good manners, and they 
work very hard, very smart. So, I believe... my third generation is a much, much more 
capable than me. They will run the business very well. 
 
00:26:41 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Good. You mentioned education and you're spending… a lot of your philanthropy is in 
education. Why is that so important to you? 
 
00:26:50 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Because my father always mentioned (that whether) a family is going to be rich depends on 
the family’s education. One company can grow very well depending on good people, if they 
have good education in our company. One nation can be a good and strong nation 
depending on education. So, everything is based on education. After succeeding in our 
business, my social responsibility is to help our Government build up the education 
(sector) as well in Indonesia. 
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00:27:48 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Last question for you, sir. How do you want to be remembered? What do you want your 
legacy to be? 
 
00:27:59 
Mochtar Riady 
 
This is very difficult question, yes? Because I never think about this. But maybe the most 
important thing to me is - my family, my children, my grandsons, they can contribute in 
education and healthcare. 
 
00:28:30 
Sabrina Chua 
 
Thank you very much, sir, for speaking with us. We have learned a lot. Thank you. 
 
00:28:35 
Mochtar Riady 
 
Thank you. Thank you. 
